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�
‘There are no inventories of Romanian historical myths,


unless on wishes to include the textbooks


used by Romanian pupils in school.’


Mihai-Razvan Ungureanu





1.	Introduction


‘Once upon a time’ – one is tempted to begin the account of the great narrative of Romanian national history. Indeed, on of those who could not resist is Stephen Fischer-Galati, starting his book on 20th century Romania with an unusual summary: ‘For centuries the Cinderellas of history, the Rumanian people were prevented from attaining national liberation and political unification by the wicked stepmothers of Eastern European history, the Austrian Habsburgs, the Ottoman Turks, and the Russian autocrats. To their rescue came the Prince Charming of the nineteenth century, the Rumanian nationalists. These national heroes outwitted the wicked stepmothers and successfully fought off all the other dragons – the Greeks, the Hungarians, and the Jews. Thus, Cinderella and Prince Charming were committed to realizing their and their children’s ultimate goal – eternal happiness in independent Greater Rumania.’ �


For the last two hundred years history kept on playing a decisive role in Romanian politics, weather as means of emancipation or of oppression. No political force could survive without using and reshaping the perceptions of the past. The development of national consciousness was, like in many other East European countries, featured by a strong public sense for historical arguments. The lack of a tradition or stability of institutions, on which the collective identity could rely, allowed a broad scale of interpretation of the ‘national character’ and forced intellectuals into an ambiguous position. Being responsible for creating unifying ideologies, ‘historiography became (…) inevitably political’,� open to abuse. The interdependence of political and cultural authority became most visible in the persons of historians, who also played a role as statesman through direct involvement in power.


Our aim is to give a short outline of the use of history for political ends and the impact of politics on history writing and reading. As we will come through concepts like myths, legends and ideology, we cannot restrict ourselves to a solely scholarly point of view. On he contrary, the subject we are discussing is one of the most convincing examples how historical research is connected with almost all aspects of social and political life. We will, therefore, focus on the role of interpretations of history in legitimizing policies, political entities and the power of political actors. Finally, we will have to consider the legacy of historical legends of a period on following regimes and generations.


2.	Reading History Backwards: The Genesis of the ‘National Unitary State’


In order to understand Romanian nationalism and its characteristics we have to keep in mind the circumstances of its emergence. Instead of a thorough recalling of Romanian history, we can merely mention the most crucial moments. Since medieval times, the bulk of ethnic Romanians lived in the Danubian Principalities Wallachia, Moldavia and Transylvania. Latter became part of the Hungarian Kingdom, until 1526, when the Ottoman expansion destroyed medieval Hungary. The Principalities came under the rule of Greek Phanariotes appointed by the porte, though Romanian nobility managed to keep its social position. Transylvania had to pay tribute to the Sultan and respect his interests in foreign policy, until its reincorporation into the lands of St. Stephan’s Crown at the beginning of the 18th century. The ruling class was made up of the Hungarian, Szekel and Saxon nobility, while most nobles of Romanian origin became assimilated. From the 18th century on, the region had to face a ‘giant struggle for hegemony’, between the Habsburg, Russian and Ottoman Empires.


It is subject to common agreement that modern Romanian national consciousness started emerging in Transylvania. The unique ethnic, social and religious diversity of the province did not always create mutual understanding. Social tensions between landowners and peasants enforced through the Habsburg tactics of divide et impera were often translated in conflicts along ethnic and religious dividing lines, like during the uprising of Horea. The Crown supported Romanian resistance not with the intention of introducing social reforms but of weakening the renitent Transylvanian nobility.


It was a bishop of the Uniate Church,� Inochentie Micu-Klein, who first took up openly the cause of Romanian emancipation, demanding equal rights for his ‘Nation’ in the mid-eighteenth century. His nationalism, however, remained ‘medieval and provincial’.� Inventing the ‘Continuity Theory’ he managed to establish the historic right argument in the political debate. The theory, enriched through the thesis of Daco-Roman roots of the Romanian population was further developed by the ‘Transylvanian School’ in the Vormärz era, whose most exposed figures where Samuel Clain, Gheorghe Sincai and Petre Maior. Their work marks also a turn from emphasising cultural superiority through the Roman heritage to stressing the rights derived from being autochthonous descendants of the Geto-Dacians. The Daco-Roman ‘pedigree’ therefore ‘entitled the Romanians to consider themselves of nobler stock than their Hungarian and Saxon neighbours’.�


Their thought became also known and popular in the Principalities,� where in the meantime anti-Greek resistance and a revolt in 1821 managed to liberate the provinces from Ottoman rule. This meant actually the successful utilization of ‘conservative constitutional nationalism’ by the Russians, who in 1832 satisfied anti-Greek demands by assigning Romanian princes while securing substantial influence.


The entire region was shook by the events of 1848, though with different regional priorities. While social reform was on the top of the agenda of the Wallachian and Moldavian revolutionaries, resistance against Hungarian nationalism dominated in Transylvania. The emergence of the ‘United Principalities’ in 1859, the formal declaration of independence by Carol von Hohenzollern, Prince since 1866, and the international recognition of the ‘Old Romanian Kingdom’ in 1881 represented major steps in the creation of the Romanian national state. On the other side, Romanian emancipation suffered backlash through the Austro-Hungarian Ausgleich of 1867, which returned Transylvania under Hungarian administration.


The result of the first world war brought unexpected fortune to Romanian aspirations when Greater Romania was created through incorporation of Transylvania, Northern Bukovina, Bessarabia and Dobrudja. However, this project was received by the Romanian elite in terms of territorial aggrandizement, without an according social program of integration�.


The general euphoria about Greater Romania forgot about national and international reconciliation, strategies for economic development and social integration of the different provinces. The new political entity was not a homogenous national state, but multinational and highly diverse. The building of a political nation and the safeguarding of territorial integrity already showed chauvinist characteristics, like a strong anti-Semitism in Bukovina and Bessarabia.� Influential historians like Dimitrie Xenopol (1847-1920) and Nicolae Iorga seeked to deliver the theoretical framework of legitimacy for the new state by pointing out a continuous and substantial Romanian presence in the region. Iorga himself, who denied any importance of Slavonic influence, faced a serious inter-role conflict. As a historian, he would have probably recognised Hungarian theories about Transylvania if faced with irrefutable evidence, as a politician determined to protect the frontiers of the new state, never.� Here we can see the connection between contemporary and historical issues, the subordination of the past as legitimisation to the present. Adopting this point of view, Romanian historians devoted themselves to reading history backwards, as a teleological development. This meant a severe blow to scientific attitudes, for to prove theories badly supported by evidence ‘improvisation – often a euphemism for mythology – has been developed into a fine art by Romanian historians.’ �


Adopting the idea of the nation-state, the definition of nation had to be transformed from a delegitimizing into a legitimizing concept. The ideology of the resistance against oppression had to be turned into a unifying force backing a political entity. This change had serious consequences for the political weight of the nation and the importance of being part of this nation created from a linguistic community, especially for those who had difficulties to accept such an identity, that is ethnic minorities. Apart from economic concerns and fear of separatism, this can explain the reluctance of accommodation with Hungarians, Jews or Saxons, thus perpetuating national-chauvinist and anti-Semitic traditions. The image of a historic struggle involved reference to common ‘historic’ enemies, like the ‘communist’ Russians, the ‘ruthless’ Jews and the ‘revisionist’ Hungarians.


3.	Communist Politics, Ideologies and Myth-Making


The 20th century left small states little room for manoeuvres. In Romania, King Carol’s II. ‘democratic dictatorship’ came to an end with the seizure of power through Marshall Antonescu, supported by the fascist Iron Guard movement. Romania lost Bessarabia and Bukovina to the Soviet Union, Dobruja to Bulgaria, and Northern Transylvania to Hungary through the Second Vienna Award in 1940, although both allied with Hitlerite Germany. In 1944, King Michael managed to overthrow Antonescu, changing sides as German defeat became obvious. Romania, nevertheless, was not recognised as victorious power, but set under Soviet occupation, though regaining Transylvania. The co-operation with the Soviet Union led to an increasing role of the Communist Party, where Hungarians and Jews played a leading role. Finally, in late 1947, King Michael was forced to abdicate and the Romanian People’s Republic was proclaimed. While the population blamed the ‘foreign’ government for the economic hardship it had to suffer, its leaders devoted themselves to ‘proletarian internationalism’. 


This combination had severe consequences. Romania was subjugated to one of the most thorough cultural colonization efforts: ‘In a campaign unique in the satellite states of the Soviet Union, efforts were made to obscure the Latin origin of Romanian’, including a ‘Slavophon’ reform of the orthography.� This was accompanied by a sudden ‘discovery’ of the substantial Slavonic influence to the Romanian language, on the morphological, phonological, as well as on the lexical field.�


For obvious political reasons, references to national heroes were suppressed, and a debate on Russo-Romanian relations not allowed. It was strictly prohibited even to mention the names Bessarabia or Bukovina in any publication (some 700 books were proscribed). As for the other side, it was similarly not allowed for Hungarian historians (up to the 1980s) to include a map of Transylvania in history textbooks.�


Not surprisingly, national history had also to be ‘reformed’ accordingly. Almost naturally, from ancient times on, it had to be entirely reinterpreted in terms of class struggle.� Additionally, the new doctrine to be endlessly repeated in various contexts became that the history of the Romanians ‘cannot be understood without an awareness of the support of Russia’.� The absurdity of these efforts is best symbolized by the sudden appearance of a new key figure in the historiography of the Horea Uprising, a formerly unknown Russian officer called Mikhail Popensky.�


The first easy of this rigidly russophil line came with a shift in domestic politics towards a Stalinist ‘national-communism’ during the Korean War. A visible sign for this was the purging of ‘alien’ elements (including 192,000 party members) and the removal of ‘Muscovites’ (Ana Pauker, Vasile Luca, Teohari Georgescu) from the party leadership in 1952. Gheorghiu-Dej succeeded in redefining Romanian national interest. The new doctrine of ‘communist patriotism’ instead of ‘bourgeois nationalism’ identified the Romanian Workers’ Party as the fundamental democratic political organization of all Romanians regardless of national origin. It envisaged the construction of socialism through industrialization of the country and socialist transformation of its agriculture. A significant novelty said that the course was to be defined by Bucharest, not by Moscow.


The political reorientation was followed by a further intellectual shift towards ‘socialist nationalism’ in 1959. Writes and historians were instructed to stress Romanian building of socialism and ‘patriotic achievements’ of the communist leadership and to minimize international aspects as well as Russian contribution to the country’s history. At the same times ‘privileges’ of national minorities were annulled, The Hungarian Bolyai University in Cluj submerged into the Romanian Babes University. A policy of ‘national homogenization’ began, with drastic measures like the dispersion of Hungarian, German and Jewish population. Gheorghiu-Dej’s progressing alienation from Khrushchev, especially after rejecting the plans of giving the COMECON supranational planning competence and a subsequent Romanian strategic alliance with China reshaped the dominant ideology into an inward looking one. In January 19632, historians were urged to stress historic continuity in their work, with focus on the RWP’s role in the liberation of the country from fascism.�


The final break with the ‘slavish’ conformity towards the Soviet Union was completed when Nicolae Ceausescu succeeded Gheorghiu-Dej in office. He introduced a new security doctrine based on a potential Soviet invasion as the major threat to national security. Nationalism was adopted as equal supplement to the ideology of Marxism-Leninism. In one of his first speeches, Ceausescu claimed that ‘for a long time to come, the nation and the state will continue to be the basis of the development of socialist society’.� Symbolic measures as the change of the name of the RWP into ‘Romanian Communist Party’ and of the state into ‘Romanian Socialist Republic’ were bound to underline claims of equality with the SU.� Another form of the expressions of the break was the reversal of the trend of Russification: The Russian Institute in Bucharest was closed down and Russified streets renamed.� As most significant measure Ceausescu ordered the respelling of the country’s name from Slavophon ‘Romînia’ to the Latin ‘România’.�


The last phase of isolation within the socialist camp came about when Ceausescu condemned the Prague intervention of the Warsaw Pact countries in 1868. The result of this policy has been denoted ‘socialism in one family’ by Martyn Rady.� A ‘mythological overcompensation’ of the economic and social failure of the regime became part of the domestic policy, the ‘Conducator’ became obsessed with historical dates and commemorations.� The RCP was portrayed in official declarations as executor of the historic task: ‘We, Communists, continue whatever is best in Romanian people.’ � As culmination of this development, the person of the ruler was added to the national mythology, as the last one in a long line of national heroes, resp. wise statesmen. The former rejection of inter-war (‘fascist’) mysticism, stressing of rational (that is Latin, according to the Philosopher Anatase Joja) character of Romanian people,� was replaced by a cultural offensive trumpeting ‘native and eastern’ values. Part of this absurd campaign was the celebration of ‘King Burebista and the first centralized independent Dacian state in 80BC’ as the anticipation of the creation of Greater Romania in 1918,� and the culmination the ‘Cintarea Romaniei’ (Song to Romania) festival series between 1975-85 with 3,593,316 active participants,� a ‘permanent ceremonial, with a whole country as actor and one spectator’, as Ghiurescu noted.�


Main elements of the official mythology, a synthesis of Marxist determinism and national pride as historical approach can be thus summarized briefly: Since Burebista’s times, Romanian history was a ‘relentless movement towards unity’.� Michael the Brave was driven by national consciousness in unifying the three Principalities, which inevitably led to the establishment of Greater Romania, the ‘National Unitary State’. Every step in the according direction was preordained.� Romanian intellectuals and politicians were always obsessed with the goal of political union. Vlad the Impaler (known as Count Dracula to the Western public) became a ‘law and order’ politician and independence fighter against Ottomans and Hungarians. The peasant Horea became a revolutionary ‘vanguard’ and ‘symbol of Dacia’s rebirth’.� Tudor Vladimirescu was hailed as leader of national revolution predating even the Greek uprising against the Ottomans.� The main line of methodology viewed the state as the primary historic agent, thus placing ‘the cart before the horse’.�


As this is a study on historiography, not a historiographic survey, we will have to refrain from a detailed account of historic positions. Instead, we will sum up the essence of the debates. Marxism-Leninism considers history as its very foundation and legitimisation.� To prevent national historiography from drifting into suspicious directions, the party set up precise guidelines for issues to be researched.� Thus, Dennis Deletant is close to the truth when he observes that ‘in respect to Dacian studies it is sometimes hard to escape the conclusion that their authors are adjusting the arguments to suit prescribed answers.’ � The essence of the debate was the clash of exceptionalism (stressing Dacian roots) versus Western culture (emphasizing Latin heritage). Latest product of the ideological metamorphosis was the board game ‘Dacians and Romans’ that came into the toy shops in autumn 1987, with the Dacians as the good boys and the Romans as the bad guys.�


One of the most exposed figures of the ‘Dacomaniacal’ (Deletant) camp was the brother of the president, General Lieutenant Ilie Ceausescu, obsessed with proving a direct and unadulterated Dacian strain, with a mere cultural impact by the Romans.� His excesses went so far that even the court history writer Stefan Pascu dared to publish a book on the ‘Dangerous Game of Falsifying History’, openly attacking Nicolae Copiu, the inventor of the ‘Dacian language’ but targeting indirectly Ilie Ceausescu.� Another names worth to mention were Mircea Musat and Ion Ardeleanu, responsible for integrating the history of the Party into the history of the people,� coining notions as ‘The Party, Ceausescu and the people’.


The last years of the historical debate of the Ceausescu era were dominated by a hysterical atmosphere after the publication of ‘Erdély története’, in 1986 under the patronage of the Hungarian Minister of Education, Béla Köpeczi. The Romanian side accused the authors of ideological revisionism, territorial revisionism and recurrence to methods of the Horthy-era.�


4.	Consequences of Historical Experience and Concepts


Stephen Fischer-Galati points out the external and internal justifying function of the Ceausescu-type history writing, aimed to legitimize territorial claims and current domestic policies: ‘Romanian historic rights are claimed to be derived from possession by the ancestors of the Romanian people, the Thracians, Dacians, Romans and Daco-Romans of the territories which comprised Greater Romania at the end of the World War I and the corollary historic struggle of the Romanians to secure those rights in the face of opposition by external and internal enemies.’ � Or, as Deletant puts it: ‘Distortion of the past is compounded by a regime-sponsored distortion of present realities.’ � In Verdery’s interpretation, in order to dominate the intellectual discourse the party had no choice but to adopt nationalism as the master symbol and dominant weapon. As a cultural heritage, the notion of nation was ‘well entrenched discursively in Romanian life’, unconditionally guaranteeing public attention. Not surprisingly, Ceausescu’s regime received even help from émigré circles in Paris and Munich and the orthodox Church.� Furthermore, nationalism represented the only way to provide collective identity for an atomized society.� By means of ‘self-conscious espousal of nationalist motifs and symbols’ � the party apparatus tried to construct the entire Romanian people as historical actor,� employing persuasive patterns of mythology like national rebirth, golden epochs, revolutionary character, and a continuous revolutionary struggle with participation of the entire population.� Its goal was the forging of an imaginary ‘unitary entity’, uniting ‘the masses against foreign oppression and domination’ and for ‘national freedom’.� The occasionally rebounding terminology included notions like the Romanian people’s ‘hard struggles in order to protect its own identity, its national and state entity’ �


Opposed to liberal nationalism Romanian nationalism emerged not as a collective political entity (based on citizenship and civil rights) but as an ethnic community based on linguistic criteria.� The equitation of the ‘National Unitary State’ therefore suggests political congruence between the ethnic nationality and the state as an expression of this collective resulting in slogans like ‘Romanians must be master in their own home’ � or views of ‘Romania as an island of truth in a sea of calumnies and falsehood (…) superior to the contaminating nomadic tribes (Hungarians and Slavs) that surrounded and debased them’.� There is obviously no place for ethnically distinct groups, i. e. minorities in this structure. At the best they can be regarded as tolerated guests, although official rhetoric always stressed that they are also ‘Citizens of the Romanian State’. Moreover, their right of a similar understanding of national distinctiveness on an ethnological base is denied branding it ‘national isolationism’ and accusing them of disloyalty.� The consequence of the immediate link between language and historic descent� was an enforced Romanization in schools, the uniformization of place names solely in Romanian, and finally enforcing the Hungarian csángó population to speak Romanian.


5.	Politics of Intolerance


Ceausescu’s politics of establishing legitimacy was successful for quite a long time. Of course, the hollowness of the ideology as a whole and the misery of their situation were quite clear in the eyes of the Romanian population. Verdery claims that the latest Anti-European shift marked by stressing of Dacian origin and spirit accelerated the erosion of the government’s credibility and possibly enhanced the chances of an overthrow.� But an additional myth, this time a very authentic one, was supporting the stability of the regime – the Securitate. And we can assume that the lack of any prospect of a reasonable alternative might also have helped to perpetuate the Conducator’s reign.


The distribution of roles once again underwent a sudden reshuffling on the stage of Romanian politics in late 1989. Alas, the repertoire itself remained almost the same. Ceausescu and his circle had to join the circle evil stepmothers, as new Prince Charming entered Ion Iliescu and the National Salvation Front. In its election campaign the NSF rejected of ‘Western’ democracy and market economy and dreamed of a ‘Romanian road from communism’.� Surprising?


Anneli Ute Gabanyi warns us that ‘post-totalitarian nationalism is (…) not primary a relict of the past, (…) but a conscious intrumentalisation and manipulation of an existing emotional potential by the post-revolutionary power elite’.� Referring to riots in Tirgu-Mures and during the violent protests of the Jiu-Valley miners, she points out that ‘provoking and use of violence were part of the instruments of the new Romanian state from the beginning on’.�  Extremist parties appeared already at the very beginning of the transition process. As reaction to the rapid establishment of a Hungarian Party the Transylvania based movement Vatra Româneascâ (Romanian Heart) was created in Cluj, advocating the unity of state and nation, values of Dacian origin, and oriental culture. 


The Partitul România Mare (Greater Romania Party) was formed by supporters of offensive Ceausescu nostalgia led by former court poet Vasim Tudor. The party is openly in favour of authoritarian rule. Among their front lines, we can found familiar names like those of Mircea Musat, vice president of the party. The party receives substantial financial support by émigré Iosif Constantin Dragan, former member of the Iron Guard.�


Another foundation was the rather intellectual Movement for Romania, lead by Marian Munteanu. It devoted itself to mystical nationalism, referring to the legionary movement, and using slogans like ‘transcendental community’, ‘historic destiny’, and ‘civilizing mission’ of the Romanians.


We cannot deal en detail with the activities of these parties. Through entering of Iliescu’s second government between 1992-96 they could place their clients to key positions of the economy and of the security forces, especially within the successor secret service that is still reluctant to allow any insight into its files that could reveal evidence on activities of the Securitate.


As a positive sign, we could observe that Iliescu’s coalition (already broken at that time) was voted out of office in 1996. Since then the sophistication of historical debate, supported by the diversity of newspapers and foundations of civil society may allow hopes that the myths and extreme nationalistic reflexes of the past will gradually fade away. But of course, this is a question of generations, for the legacy of education and the myths incorporated in school textbooks remain effective for a long period.� A recent development gives us evidence how public opinion is still extremely sensitive regarding historical topics.


In September 1999, according to the new guidelines, a history textbook designed for the final form of Romanian high schools was published by a Cluj group of historians. One week later ‘history teachers’, who later admitted affiliation with the România Mare party, criticized the content of the book on a radio show. In early October, the Romanian Senate discussed the issue. Several senators demanded the authors ‘being called to account’ and that ‘this textbook must be set on fire in a public square’. An orthodox bishop declared that his church will take over the responsibility for teaching the ‘real Romanian history’, since the state obviously failed on this issue. The national media took up the issue very passionately and the debate eventually led to a failed non-confidence motion against the government, especially against the Minister of Education, former rector of the Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj. Opposition politicians accused president Constantinescu to be behind the whole affair.�


As one of the authors remarked, the publication of Hitler’s Mein Kampf caused less indignation in Romanian public opinion.� The only really novelty of the book was basically a new methodological approach, focussing on history of institutions and civilizations instead on political history and ‘heroic biographies’. Additionally, chapters on totalitarianism and the communist era in Romania were included, which made members of nostalgic parties privately admit the fear of losing sympathies of those educated on that base.�


6.	Conclusion


The warriors on the ‘historical front’ took the line from L’International ‘du passe faisons table rase’ very literally.


‘Historic myth-making is by no means a Romanian monopoly.’ � But Romanian historiography demonstrates very impressively the potential of a state considering the Orwellian mutability of the past. ‘Romanian historical myths are impressive in number and in their narrative quality.’ � As common history is on of the main principles of Romanian collective identity, it remains a powerful weapon when it comes to legitimizing not only the community as political entity itself, but also particular policies and individual leaders. This phenomenon did not only emerge with communists seizing power and did not vanish with the overthrow of the Ceausescu regime. Not only the ‘Conducator’, but also all influential leading politicians in 20th century Romania, like Bratianu, Gherghiu-Dej and Iliescu preferred to be seen as the culmination of the pantheon of national heroes.


As Virgiliu Tarau observes: ‘For almost 50 years, a pluralist historical approach, in a sense that implies multiple explanations, principles and debates, was almost inexistent in Romanian historiography.’ � This has nothing to do with inherent anthropological qualities of the Romanian scientific community. Prior to the communists, historical schools showed diversity, some of them even advocating the (‘Hungarian’) ‘late immigration’ theory (e.g. Radu Rosetti, 1853-1926).� Contemporary Romanian scholars agree that having allowed this to disappear represents a major ‘blow to credibility of Romanian historiography’.�


As for the future, contemporary Romanian historical research is still too much inward looking, lacking a regional approach, albeit open for new methods and critical to traditional myths.� The discredited profession of historians will have to reclaim its authority in leading the historical debate instead of allowing journalists and demagogues (who have been educated by 


Ceausescu’s textbooks) to dominate public perception of the past.
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